Museums in Africa
In current post-colonial studies, transnationalization is understood to be the process of transcending the nation state and is regarded to be the pathway towards a future globalization of cultures. 1 In this sense, colonization is not a process of transnation alization. But transnational processes did nevertheless play a significant role at colo nization's very core: the colony of Algeria, for example -paradoxically, in light of its painful history -had an important constitutive role in the development of the modern French jus so/z-based concept of nationality. 2 From the African perspective, neither the idea of nation nor the concept of national boundaries in the European sense was known to that continent, which was not divided into "nations" until the Berlin Conference of 1885, when the colonizers undertook the division. The significance of "imagined communities" across national borders becomes clear when one considers Africa's migratory ethnic groups, its multitude of languages and cultures, and last but not least its history of slavery.
Museums have played and continue to play an important role in the above pro cesses as an integral part of European material politics. A museum's unequivocally defined mission to preserve the collective memory 3 turns into a complex issue in "transnational" history: the validity of the European museum's role as a "patrimoine" of cultural memory and its task of preserving symbolically freighted objects for visual reception are called into question when transposed into events of colonial history. In the light of current demands for restitution by today's African states, which objects are shown where is a politically touchy issue, whether here or there. From the con queror's European perspective, the argument of preservation has been and still is one of the main arguments in justifying the massive appropriation of objects under colo nialism. From the African perspective it meant a "viol de l'imaginaire" -a cause of both the historical war and suppression and today's lack of financial capacities. ' Many museums in Africa belong to colonial history -but the memory of artefacts certainly not. Eight years after the French had annexed Algeria, in 1838, the Musée d'Alger was founded to house the numerous artifacts of antiquity in the territory. The many natural history museums 6 founded in Africa in the mid-nineteenth century (for example in 1855 on La Réunion) mirror the geological, zoological, archaeological, and paleontological interests of both scholars and entrepreneurs in the colonies. The cre ation of African zoos followed a similar logic as well: zoos were essentially storage repositories for animals, kept on hand for exotic shows in Europe. ous further IFAN institutes were established in the 60s. 8 The IFANs, with their eth nological focus, had a lasting influence on the museographical field in these places, where they sometimes combined their work with cultivating crafts and artistic tra ditions. 9 But already before the European invasion, important family collections of objects existed, for example at the royal courts. Under colonization, the deposition of the kings and the musealization of their treasures went hand in hand. 10 Between 1920 and 1960, European art teachers, and in Senegal President Léopold Senghor as well, initiated the founding of private and state art schools. These were of great importance for communicating the European concept of "art" in Africa. 11 Creative centers in African academies and studios not only adopted the traditional European arts, but also the newer artistic techniques used by photographers, paint ers and other artists of the era starting in 1900. 12 Whether such art would now still be considered a genuine "Euro-centric construction" or rather the fait accompli of an over 100-year history of decentralized, poly-perspectived global modernity, the fact remains that the contact sphere of art always has political significance. 13 At the same time, the attempt is and has been made to stage art as a space for international under standing (today: globalization). The histories of the museum on La Réunion and the Musée National des Beaux-Arts in Algiers demonstrate how museums act as power apparatuses and, also, how greatly the concept of museum correlates with the respec tive concept of art.
The Musée Léon Dierxon La Réunion
In Paris of 1912, members of the European avant-garde discussed whether, in order to enhance the objects' value as art, they should be shown in the Louvre as art primitive (also art sauvage). Simultaneously, the founding of the museum on La Réunion, a former slave island east of Madagascar, provides a noteworthy colonial complement to the exodus of African art objects-metalwork, bronzes, woodcarvings, and textile The most significant private donation came from Félix Fénéon, an anarchist, famous art critic, and a writer of Symbolist persuasion, who, together with Gustave Kahn, senses. The museum was to communicate information, above all, about French art but also about the history of art in general: 'epochs' and works from ancient Greece, the primitive Italians ("essential pour notre idée de l'art" 2 ''), Gothic casts, works of the French 'Renaissance' (Poussin, Watteau, Nattier, Prud'hon, Delacroix, Géricault), all the way to the contemporary Puvis de Chavannes,2 4 25 supplemented by reproductions of the great masters from French museums.
The Leblonds imagined that their visitors on La Réunion would be not only white, but also people of color, of various ethnicities: "When choosing them (the works), we thought of the white children, who would become even more graceful as they marveled at the vision of beauty which the master painters of their race had imag ined -the idyllic vision of Arcadia or Ludus pro patria by Puvis de Chavannes. We also thought of the black children, who tend to emulate: won't the little kaffir or the little Indian gape in astonishment as he stands in front of a Poussin, or a Puvis de Chavannes?" 26
Puvis de Chavannes, alongside Signac, was considered to be a visionary of an ideal socialist society. In the words of Roger Marx: "The artist is a citizen of the world, and the artist's language is understood worldwide. It is up to him to pave the way for a new era of peace, brotherhood, and love." 27 The Leblonds transported these themes into the colonial situation: art would induce the young colored people to love France more and to become better patriots. The cousins proceeded to present a rough outline of art pedagogy, which was to accompany the democratic education, leading to free elections -art being a guarantee of harmony among all people. 28 This concept of a museum associated with democratic ideas was a weak but highly political reflection the Villa Abd-el-Tif were awarded at the Paris Academy from 1907 to 1962). As in the case of the Société Française des Peintres Orientalistes, Bénédite was a co-founder. In the 1911 catalogue of the Provincial Museum of Algiers, the founders expressed their regret about the conservation conditions and the disadvantages which these entailed:
it was not possible to procure artworks from the annual Parisian state art acquisi tions, works which were usually distributed among French provincial museums.
Nevertheless, they were able to display about 110 works, including older paintings by Paris Bordone and Claude Lorrain, works by the Barbizon painters and academic
Orientalists -the contemporary avant-garde was explicitly avoided.
In Algeria, too, museum policies were colonial policies. Up until the end of the 1920s, the focus was still largely on reaching an understanding with the natives. The Nabila Oulebsir has pointed out that the concept of "patrimoine" already existed before in the Berber and Arabic cultures, but that under French colonization the idea shifted from intangible traditions to ancient monuments. 37 From here on, Orientalist painting was propagated as a transnational French art. Though, in considering the musealization of the visual arts in Algeria, it is important to bear in mind that the majority of the population was of Islamic faith, which more or less lacked any rights under colonialism, 38 and that Orientalist painting, with its sensuous vision of the East and all its naked odalisks stood in stark contrast to Islamic aniconism and visual traditions. That "France brought peace and prosperity to the colonies," as the title of the goldplated, larger-than-life statue setup in front of the Palais des Colonies for the World Fair in Paris in 1931 proclaimed, 39 was an ideology that few were able to counter with concrete arguments. Critical voices, except for a handful of articles in the Socialist newspaper L'Humanité, remained marginal, and the call of the Surrealists "Ne visitez pas l'exposition coloniale" fell largely on deaf ears. 40 To this day, the myth of the "bringers of civilization" contains an irrevocable gesture of devaluation.
In 1935, Marius Leblond, who could hardly be said to have sought out the company of Socialists anymore, became the director of the Musée permanent des Colonies, a museum which above all considered itself to be an active forum for colonization. 41 While French society in general had almost completely stopped questioning coloni zation, students from the colonies, at the beginning of the thirties in Paris, formed a movement which attempted to counteract racism and the assertion of black inferior ity. The concept of Négritude emerged along with periodicals like Légitime Défense, La
Revue du Monde Noir, and Etudiant Noir that came into being in contact with surreal ist poets. 42 As racism with a positive twist, in which poets from the Antilles, Africa, and the Americas joined forces, the idea developed into a demand for a black con tribution to a truly transnational humanism, in which art, in turn, was given central importance. 43 Was art, and its presumed universality or internationalism, an attempt to estab lish transnational or humanistic ideas to counter the forceful power apparatus of imperialism or to escape it? In a first draft for a letter, in 1914, Antoine Bourdelle expressed his criticism of the nationalizing and racist tendencies of the art and artists which formed the basis of the Leblonds' Peintres de races in 1909: "I am completely against the idea that each ethnic group has a particular style shaping its idea of art [...] like a national way of thought, absolutely insulated like an oasis in the middle of endless desert, cut off from the ideas of other nations -that never, never, never existed. "** The Leblonds, however, were simultaneously convinced -similar to Bourdelle - of the existence of a universal perception of beauty, and they aimed their colonial undertakings towards this idea. Art could, and still can, be draped with the cloak of humanism in a multitude of ways.
But, paradoxically, colonialism, soaked to its bones with nationalism, also laid the groundwork for the today's situation, in which sharply drawn national cultural boundaries have become unthinkable. Colonial history resulted in the debunking of the idea of art as a universal or transnational means of communication, and exposed this notion as an ideology. How little such presumably universal art helped in finding a way out of the colonial-political discussion about "assimilation" -the question as to whether it would be better to force the French way of life onto the autochthonous population or to leave it with some of its traditions -has already been shown.* 5
The production of identity within a material or immaterial cultural heritage is one of the most important missions of a museum.* 6 But it does not necessarily have to be a national issue or follow a historic approach. A comprehensive history of the museum from the perspective of African researchers has yet to be written. anew -as a "cultural bank" -to accommodate the needs of an agricultural popula Copyright © The National Gallery, London. All rights reserved. 
